The inner strengths of psychologist Elliot Aronson are on display in his honest autobiography, finds W. F. Bynum.
are cleverly designed and he insists on rigorous standards. His co-authored chapter on experimental methods in the second edition of the Handbook of Social Psychology (Addison-Wesley, 1968) helped to make the field credible as a science.
Experimental social psychology is often criticized for relying on deceit and theatricality. Its test subjects must not know the point of the enterprise. Aronson believes that such experimental design is justified because it gives real insight into human behaviour. He describes how social psychologist Stanley Milgram discussed with him early plans for a controversial 'obedience to authority' experiment, in which subjects were told to inflict what they thought were increasing levels of pain on other participants by administering fake electric shocks. Milgram's results -that most subjects inflicted 'pain' on others when commanded -generated ire from both the public and the scientific community. Aronson defends the tests as showing how ordinary citizens might have acted in the Nazi era.
Much of the autobiography is devoted to Aronson's career at several US universities, including Stanford University, California; the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis; the University of Texas at Austin and the University of California, Santa Cruz, where he is an emeritus professor today. He also taught at Harvard for a couple of years, from 1959 to 1961, but he liked the place little more than the place liked him. He valued the quality of the Harvard students, but felt that Ivy League elitism was not for him. As a Jewish academic, he was also realistic about the chances of getting tenure at a time when formal quotas limiting admission of ethnic minorities were still rife. He left Harvard before he had to.
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addiction and his departure allowed him to spend the evening with his cronies.
Aronson's achievements are remarkable given the family's poverty, the anti-Semitism and bullying he experienced, and his early mediocre academic record. He describes his childhood in Revere, Massachusetts, with an eye for good stories and controlled recollection. His elder brother Jasonoutgoing, clever and socially graceful -was everything that the younger Aronson was not, although his early hatred for him transmuted into affection and then, after Jason's premature death from cancer, into wistful family reflections. Aronson's younger sister is largely absent from his account.
Aronson keeps his youthful idealism closely under wraps, but his later career offered many opportunities for socially informed activity. While he was lecturing at the University of Texas in the 1960s, racial integration was of great significance and provoked high emotions. Aronson and his colleagues devised in the early 1970s a new method of classroom teaching for school children called the jigsaw technique. Small sets of students, containing children from different racial and ethnic backgrounds, and of different gender and ability, each cooperate in putting together part of the answer to a larger question that the whole class has been posed. The strategy improved relations between children of different races and backgrounds, and enhanced the academic performance of the disadvantaged children. After the system was eventually appreciated by educationalists, Aronson spent much time conducting classes for school teachers.
Today, macular degeneration has rendered Aronson almost totally blind, with the consequence that this book was an oral production. His greatest stated regret is that he can no longer distinguish his grandchildren by sight, although he did help one of them to learn to read.
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